On Stanley Plumly's Poems

Maura Stanton
The landscape of Stanley Plumly's poems is the landscape of the body in sleep or at the edge of sleep, which is a kind of death, and of the body at the edge of death, which is a kind of sleep. The word "body" occurs six times in these three poems. The body is something to be escaped from, to be understood, and, perhaps, to be recalled from the dark which has risen around it.
In "Dreamsong," the most explicit escape occurs. (I want to look at the poem without the reference to Berryman.) The speaker says, "I wanted to die." He feels trapped in "the cradle of myself" and cannot do what he wants until the body allows it. "Then I rose and walked the water." The escape from the body is associated with water, with "the dark side rising." These are key elements in Plumly's other poems. As one rises from the body and walks the water in death, so one floats to the water's surface, amid the debris of death, in sleep.
"In Sleep" can be read two ways: as literal death called "sleep" by the terms of the metaphor, which is the less interesting way?or as a dream-sleep that puts one in contact with death. In other words, our imagined death, the fact that we can and do imagine it, is the death that really counts in our lives. The "other" in these poems, then, is more than the "other" of objective reality, more than "that which is not me." The "other" of memory is not me at the same time that it is me. When the mind imagines, or remembers, something objective has arisen which is also subjective. To imagine a chair, for instance, is to imagine something that is perceived as separate from the self, but that is at the same time part of the self. That is what makes the escape from the body in these poems so interesting. In "Light," the poet is recalled from his escape by memory. In I remember my father used to get so drunk I thought he was going to fall off the planet. He was a bull in his body. He ran into, over things. Once set in motion, his momentum seemed a natural, terrible force. As a child I would lie awake in bed long into the early morning, listening and waiting for him to come home. He was always late and always drunk, but he always came home. And as it was a dark house, he invariably seemed to break into it. My fathers house. In those waiting, and wasted, hours I lost the secret of sleep.
